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EDUCATION POLICY | RESEARCH ARTICLE
Parental participation and connectedness 
through family social capital theory in the early 
childhood education community
Karoliina Purola1* and Arniika Kuusisto2
Abstract:  This paper examines the ways in which parents talk about their partici-
pation in Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC), and the factors that, according 
to them, promote parental participation. Although parental participation has been 
studied to an extent as regards children’s academic attainment, up-to-date 
knowledge on the broader phenomena related to parental participation is lacking. 
The data were collected from a Finnish ECEC center that has a long tradition of 
encouraging parental participation in its operational environment in municipal ECEC 
center and were analyzed through the Social Capital Index. The results provide 
targeted knowledge on what tools could perhaps be functional in supporting par-
ental participation. The findings indicate that the feeling of participating and being 
active is strongly influenced by the feeling of connectedness to and within the ECEC 
community among parents, children, and ECEC educators. The opportunities, 
structures, and traditions that enable parental participation are essential.
Subjects: Education - Social Sciences; Social Psychology; Cognitive Psychology; Educational 
Psychology; Childhood; Early Years; Education Policy & Politics  
Keywords: parent involvement; connectedness; early childhood education; community; 
social capital
1. Introduction
This article examines parental participation and connectedness in Finnish Early Childhood 
Education and Care (ECEC), the ways in which the parents themselves view their participation, 
and the factors that they consider meaningful regarding their activeness in participation. The data 
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were collected from parents from a Finnish ECEC center which has long traditions and structures of 
encouraging parental participation in its operational environment as a part of its wider support for 
the care, growth, and learning of children within the municipal ECEC center. In this article, we refer 
to “parents” when we mean the children’s guardians and other caregivers in the homes.
Parental participation has been analyzed in previous empirical and conceptual literature; much 
of this research defines parental participation or involvement—here used synonymously—as 
a notion and categorizes its elements in different ways. In 1995, Epstein (as sited in Epstein, 
2010) characterized six types of parental involvement include parenting, communicating, volun-
teering, participating in a child’s learning at home, decision making, and collaborating with com-
munity. In another classification by Formosinho and Passos (2019), parental involvement has been 
divided into four dimensions: pedagogic, organizational, community and policy parental involve-
ment. In the study of Janssen and Vandenbroeck (2018), they divided parental involvement based 
on 13 curricula from around the world, into five categories: creating child-centered learning 
environments, monitoring developmental progress, negotiating pedagogical practice, ensuring 
smooth transition, and providing parental support. These categories seem to be largely created 
from the perspective of researchers or organizations such as school or childcare.
Parental participation has been studied from a range of perspectives, including in relation to 
enhancing children’s academic results (Krieg & Curtis, 2017; Polat & Bayindir, 2020; Smyth, 2017; 
Sylva et al., 2008) and from children’s perspective (Yngvesson & Garvis, 2019) in the ECEC settings. 
Furthermore, the parents’ expectations of the teaching and the quality of ECEC has been 
researched (Hu et al., 2017; Kekkonen, 2009; Zhang, 2015). There are also studies of parents’ 
potential to influence and become involved in ECEC (Formosinho & Passos, 2019; Heiskanen et al., 
2019), but there is a lack of studies and literature on parents’ own views of participation and 
connectedness among the parents in the ECEC. The aim of this study is to begin to fill this gap by 
locating some of the factors that parents consider meaningful to them regarding their activeness 
in participation.
As described above, parental participation can be divided by elements or can take different 
forms such as participation in activities, or the feeling of being trusted and appreciated. These 
same elements are found in social capital theories, which we will thereby briefly present in the 
following, because this then enables us to examine parental participation more widely through the 
triangulate interaction of parents, children, and teachers.
1.1. Social capital index
This study continues the work of Onyx and Bullen (2000) as they created and tested a Social 
Capital Index. We use those categories that were considered meaningful for the present examina-
tion. Onyx and Bullen (2000) founded their theoretical framework on the social capital work of 
Coleman (1988) and Putnam (1993, 1994, 1995). Social capital has been seen as generated 
through several factors (Onyx & Bullen, 2000). These are: 1) participation in the local community; 2) 
social agency (plan and initiate action); 3) feeling of trust and safety; 4) informal neighborhood 
connections; 5) family and friends connections; 6) tolerance of diversity; 7) feeling valued by 
society, and 8) work connections. This notion and analytical tool of social capital and the elements 
or factors constructing it, enables a wider perspective on parental participation, because it provides 
an opportunity to further examine the connectedness among parents, educators, and children, 
and can facilitate the evaluation of the consequences of participation.
Parents may have their own agendas for influencing ECEC provision as desired or intended future 
states (Coleman, 1990). An active, trusting connection with other parents has positive effects on 
family wellbeing and both family and community social capital (R. D. Putnam, 2000; Onyx & Bullen, 
2000). According to R. D. Putnam (2000, 19), social capital is generated through the “connections 
among individuals—social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise 
from them.” It is an “aspect of social structures [–] making possible the achievement of certain 
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ends that in its absence would not be possible” (Coleman, 1988, 98). They further elaborate that, 
“The social capital of the family is the relations between children and parents,” and other family 
members (Coleman, 1988, 110). Parents can convey social capital to their children through time 
spent together.
In the ECEC community setting, the network-generated social capital can lead to positive “gains” 
for all stakeholders: children, parents, and staff. This can take various forms; for example, inter-
generational closure (Coleman, 1988) supports both parenting and the children’s value learning 
when some of the norms and values are shared across families in the community. Social capital 
can also support social connectedness. Among peers, this can cement the connections among 
children/staff/parents known as bonding social capital (R. D. Putnam, 2000). It can also create 
connections between individuals from different age groups or socioeconomic backgrounds and be 
considered bridging social capital (R. D. Putnam, 2000), when people who would not necessarily 
interact in other settings outside the ECEC community do have interactions. This is especially so in 
Finland where the nearby municipal ECEC center is commonly utilized by the families living in 
a particular area regardless of their income, educational level, or cultural and religious 
backgrounds.
Parental participation and parents’ social networks related to the ECEC community can be 
expected to hold a significance here: if the parents have an opportunity to form positive relation-
ships to other parents as well as the ECEC staff, this may well motivate them to participate more in 
community events and activities. In the previous literature, social networks have been found to 
bring various gains to their members in the form of social capital effects. We have chosen to use 
the categories of Onyx and Bullen (2000) that are based on the theories on social capital by 
Coleman (1988) and Putnam (1993, 1994, 1995).
1.2. Parental participation
In this study, parental participation is considered to comprise a partnership and participating in 
activities in reciprocal communication with children, other parents, and teachers on several levels 
(see Arnstein, 1969; Shier, 2001). Parents bring their cultural backgrounds, values, expectations, 
and knowledge of their child to the teachers and the teachers bring their professional skills and 
“know how” to the mutual conversations (Keyes, 2002). Naturally, the ECEC staff members also 
have their personal values, worldviews, cultures, perhaps also fears and prejudices that would 
contribute to the interaction (e.g., Kuusisto & Lamminmäki-Vartia, 2012; Rissanen et al., 2016). The 
various stakeholders are in different ways active agents and capable participants in the ECEC 
community. Parental agency is here understood in relation to the parents’ feeling of being valued, 
listened to, and enabled as participants to take an active role in the planning, implementation, and 
decision making in the ECEC (Kumpulainen et al., 2010).
Parental participation can include parents’ involvement in a range of activities and using the 
strengths of the child and the family in the mutual ECEC community activities. Continuous, open, 
and bi-directional communication between parents and ECEC teachers can improve the collabora-
tion between them; this would support the child’s development (Garrity & Canavan, 2017; Reedy & 
McGrath, 2010). Parental participation requires trust, communication skills, and the willingness to 
negotiate and agree on various matters according to Shaeffer (1999). Trust, as an intuitive feeling 
between the parent and ECEC teachers, can also constitute a two-way reciprocal conversation 
(Garrity & Canavan, 2017; McGrath, 2007; Reedy & McGrath, 2010) and respectful, appreciative 
collaboration (Souto-Manning & Swick, 2006). In the Finnish context, multicultural parents were 
satisfied with the information and conversations with the ECEC teachers according to Lastikka’s 
(2019) study.
The sense of community among parents is created through shared values, sentiments and 
beliefs combined with parents’ intrinsic and extrinsic involvement in mutual activities 
(Sergiovanni, 1999). A welcoming environment, working together, investing in communication, 
Purola & Kuusisto, Cogent Education (2021), 8: 1923361                                                                                                                                                 
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2021.1923361                                                                                                                                                       
Page 3 of 14
and building trust increase parents’ feelings of connectedness; this has also been shown to have 
a positive effect on the whole community’s connectedness (Rowe & Stewart, 2009). Additionally, 
shared actions give parents a wider perspective of the capabilities of their children (Tayler et al., 
2006). Parents were more comfortable participating in school activities when they were 
acquainted with other parents, and were invited by other parents rather than only teachers 
(Curry & Holter, 2019). The parents modeled parenting to each other, and supported relation-
ships between their children according to Curry and Holter (2019). These studies are conducted 
with parents of school age children; however, there is lack of studies of ECEC parents’ 
perspectives.
The study by Van Laere et al. (2018) presents parents’ perceptions of their participation connecting 
to childcare, whereas the ECEC teachers had a perception that parental participation connects to 
matters of teaching. In their study it became obvious that parents own perceptions were not noticed 
when there was a lack of time for reciprocal conversations between parents and teachers. Unequal 
power dynamics hinder parents’ abilities to express their perspectives in ECEC according to the study 
of Van Laere et al. (2018).The perception of what is considered to be parental participation can vary 
between parents and teachers. Parents can have a feeling of participating as they prepare children for 
school, communicate with other parents (Curry & Holter, 2019), go through children’s artwork from 
school (Miller et al., 2014), or take part in parent evenings or other events.
Parents have different reasons for their lack of participation in ECEC community activities or 
conversations, such as difficulties in their work time schedules, or duties at home, (Purola, 2011; 
Reedy & McGrath, 2010). Sometimes the meetings are simply not convenient (Rouse & O’Brien, 
2017). The teachers’ sensitivity (Kuusisto & Lamminmäki-Vartia, 2012) and teachers’ responsive-
ness towards parents and children (Powell et al., 2010) also affect parents’ desire to participate. 
Furthermore, ECEC teachers’ attitudes and perspectives of parents, their ideas, input, and feedback 
(Souto-Manning & Swick, 2006), abilities and justification for participation in ECEC settings 
(Venninen & Purola, 2013) have a significant impact on parental participation.
Previous literature illustrates a need to study parent participation through unique samples in 
order to learn more about how to further advance the relationships between families and teachers, 
as well as to examine what kind of practices could better support the parents’ sense of belonging 
in the ECEC provision (for example, Moorman Kim et al., 2012; Purola, 2011). The present study 
contributes to filling the gap in research in this area by providing new information on how Finnish 
parents see their participation in ECEC, and which factors they perceive as meaningful to them.
1.3. Parental participation in finnish ECEC
In Finland, parents’ interest in the ECEC of their children has recently mainly focused on the ECE’s 
contribution to the development of their children’s social skills and general wellbeing (Broekhuizen 
et al., 2015; Hujala, 1999; Kekkonen, 2009; Ojala, 2000), rather than their academic performance.
The first Finnish National Core Curriculum for ECEC (FNAE (Finnish National Agency for Education), 
2016) guides ECE teachers toward co-operation with children’s parents providing them with the 
opportunity to participate in the planning and evaluation of the action in ECEC center. Many ECEC 
centers met these aims by having special introductory activities, such as having the teacher visit 
a child’s home before the family’s first visit the ECEC center. The parents are offered an opportunity to 
participate in designing and evaluating the educational program in the ECEC center. They can also 
join in the process to regularly create, implement, and assess their child’s individual ECEC plan. The 
curriculum also requires ECEC centers to have structures for parental participation.
In previous year, the ECEC center studied here had also created many traditions to in which 
families could participate. Alongside traditional parents’ conferences, they had a flea market, soup 
night, PTA newsletter writing, Facebook group, and parents’ party and other events that parents 
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organized with the ECEC staff. Having this many different events for parents to organize and 
participate is quite rare in Finnish ECEC.
2. Data and methods
This article presents an analysis of survey data from an ECEC center, which has emphasized the 
meaning of parental participation in supporting childcare, growth, and learning.
The research problems can be addressed through the following question:
(1) What are the parental participation factors that are meaningful for parents in ECEC center?
Due to the nature of the functioning of the particular ECEC center in a research context, this 
article portrays a survey of successful parental participation in a municipal ECEC center in Finland. 
This ECEC center was selected because the methods of ensuring the participation of the children 
and their parents in the ECEC community were known. One of the special characteristics of this 
ECEC center was the strong structures that consciously support parental participation. 
Furthermore, this ECEC center had strong traditions of events that were executed together with 
ECEC teachers, children, and parents, such as soup nights, flea markets, parents’ parties, and other 
organized fixed events during the preschool year. In their comments on the communal atmo-
sphere in the ECEC center, parents reported that ECEC teachers engaged new parents in this value 
since the first meeting by telling them to greet others and invite them to join in coming events at 
the ECEC center.
The data were gathered in 2015 through a semi-structured electronic questionnaire, and present 
the views of the parents from the ECEC center in question. The questionnaire link was sent to 115 
current and former client families. All these parents received a cover letter that explained the 
meaning of this research and advised them of the opportunity to refuse to participate in the 
research at any time, according to ethical procedures. The responses were received from 93 
parents giving the survey a response rate of 80%. Although there is always a possible bias in 
that it may be the more active parents that take the time to respond and send their answers, at 
least the high response rate gives this study a reliable ground of comprehensive representation of 
the views of these parents.
The questionnaire comprised 19 open-ended, and three multiple-choice questions, of which one 
had 10 options concerning forms of participation by parents. The participants were also asked to 
complete two open-ended sentences according to their experiences, views, and opinions about the 
ECEC center in question:
● As I observed the other parents I thought_____________________________
● For parents, their involvement is ___________________________________
There were a total of 619/651 answers for the seven open end questions used in this study. The 
data were analyzed through the Atlas ti. 6.2 program by an inductive process (Lodico et al., 2006). 
The coding of the parents’ written responses was based on words parents used such as the 
concepts of trust, atmosphere, conversation, connectedness, togetherness, worthiness, acknowl-
edgment, and participation. These words or concepts constituted the data codes that were then 
formed into themes. Thereafter, each theme category was further examined to synthesize into 
main themes according to the social capital categories presented by Onyx and Bullen (2000). The 
inductive process was completed twice to increase the reliability of this study. All the questions 
and written answers were originally in Finnish and translated in English by the author.
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2.1. Limitations
This article is based on a survey which was conducted at one ECEC center. Hence, the findings 
cannot be generalized to the Finnish ECEC setting in general, as this ECEC center has already 
emphasized parental involvement in its practices. Therefore, we are very much aware that this 
setting is in many ways an exceptional case presenting good practices for supporting parent 
participation. Still, for the purposes of this research focus, these results align with our expectations. 
Furthermore, these findings can provide answers about what worked in one ECEC setting, suggest-
ing what could also be tried at other ECEC centers to enhance parental participation. Most of the 
parents seemed very happy with the ECEC center; the study is strongly focused on the positive 
aspects of parental participation. Likewise, the survey questions investigated the factors that 
strengthened parental participation, the main interest in this study. Furthermore, the perspectives 
of ECEC teachers and the ECEC center director were not a part of this research. Observations on the 
actual moments of parent participation would have been useful additions to these data at the 
time. Even so, the findings provide a valuable foundation for further research and practice in 
particular for pursuing ways to strengthen further parental participation in ECEC settings. As 
mentioned later in this study, the diversity of parents’ ethnic, cultural, religious or language 
backgrounds was not found to influence their participation in the ECEC community. However, the 
present sample was small and possibly selected through the nature of the particular ECEC setting,
2.2. Ethical considerations
The ethical approval for this study has been gained through the municipal ECEC department. 
Parents’ consent for participation was attached in the questionnaire that included information 
on the study, its research ethics, and the proposed publication of findings. The right to interrupt or 
cease participation in the study at any time was also granted (see e.g., All European Academies, 
2017).
Ethical considerations have been consciously implemented throughout the research process, 
from the initial planning and design and formulating the focus, through the choices made regard-
ing the literature, methods, research context, participants, data gathering and analysis, and the 
reporting of the results. Parental participation can be considered a private and sensitive topic by 
some of the parents. Furthermore, there may be particular perceptions of “ideal,” “good,” or “right” 
responses connected to the personal or shared ideals of what is “good parenting,” that may also 
contribute to directing both the contents and the forms of the responses. We have been aware of 
this in interpreting the findings and realize the limitations and possible biases connected with 
research carried out with people.
3. Results
3.1. Participation in the community
In this study parents felt strongly about being in the ECEC community. In parents’ responses there 
were 211 mentions of being or doing together in the community, which represents the largest 
number of mentions in this study. Most of the parents were happy to be a part of this ECEC 
community within which they felt comfortable and at ease; as one parent commented: “I felt 
really fortunate about the fact that my own child and I were able to be a part of such an amazing 
community.”
The social capital effects that these parents can generate through the networks of trust can be 
seen in the data in their emphasis on the “connectedness” among the parents. This was seen as 
a result of a functional relationship and mutual communication between parents and teachers. 
Furthermore, it was perceived to result in positive feelings of togetherness within the network. One 
of the parent respondents summarized: “Connectedness can be created only by action and 
participation.” Parents also experience support from the ECEC teachers as well as from their 
peers, seeing that “[Parental participation] enhances the togetherness between families and 
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provides support in challenging situations and life stages.” Parents’ active participation in ECEC 
activities, has made the ECEC center community stronger, as another of the respondents writes:
We have become a larger group, a part of a larger village, a family; we have people to whom 
we can turn, with whom we can speak in confidence about anything, gain friendship, 
genuine caring, and growth for the whole family. 
The events organized within the ECEC center, also include families; other forms of parental 
participation in the ECEC center that were mentioned were social events (in the Finnish context), 
such as a flea market, a soup night, a Christmas social event (with snacks like rice pudding and 
gingerbread cookies), a Facebook group, a parents’ party, a parents’ conference, writing to the PTA 
Newsletter, a preschool play, and arranging special events during the preschool year when the 
children are six years old, and taking part in these events. All the events were highly rated by the 
parents, and even the least appreciated activity was still favored by 59% of respondents [Figure 1. 
below]. In fact, most parents liked all the activities and events that the ECEC community offered 
them.
Taking part in the activities of the ECEC community was perceived to be demanding, but also 
resulted in the best of times for some of the parents: “It is hard at times, with all the hassle, but it 
is often also really rewarding and it constructs bonds between teachers, parents and children.”
This study shows that by participating in ECEC center activities, the parents learn to know their 
children’s ECEC world and their role in it. One of our research participants found: “It gives a whole 
new dimension to the children’s world. It is a privilege to be able to visit the ECEC center any time 
and to observe and participate whenever.”
At the core of these conversations in the ECEC community was the wellbeing of the child. As one 
of the parents noted: “There is a fair and available listening connection, time spent together, and 
parents and teachers share mutual goals for the best interests of the child.” Along similar lines, 
Figure 1. Parents’ preferred 
events.
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another parent pointed out: “Parents experience the staff more as partners in their children’s 
everyday lives and their upbringing, rather than just as the staff of a child care unit of a municipal 
ECEC department.”
3.2. Social agency
In this study, parents regarded themselves as having equal responsibility for creating a functional 
connection between themselves and the ECEC teachers, as well as with the other parents in the 
ECEC community. One parent wrote: “It is everybody’s task [to do it] together: ECEC adults, leaders, 
families, and hopefully also the administration.” Additionally, another parent describes: “It is the 
task of both parties: also parents ought to show interest towards their child’s ECEC.” Parental 
participation was also thought to include the support for the ECEC teachers: “People get into 
interactions. The relationships in the ECEC center become meaningful and support both families 
and the work carried out in the ECEC center.”
Teachers shared information in different ways with parents and parents shared information with 
each other, and they felt informed. As one of the parents wrote: ’Matters are communicated [to 
families], feedback is provided and opinions are enquired.’ In the data, parents indicated that they 
enjoyed the familiar structure of gaining information about the ECEC center’s events and topical 
matters through reading newsletters. One parent noted, “I like it when I can sit for a while on the 
porch of the ECEC center or reads the newsletters. ”On the other hand, inadequate information 
from a teacher to a parent caused disappointment and mistrust towards the whole ECEC center. As 
one respondent writes: “[Informing the parents] WOULD HAVE meant a working discussion liaison, 
and that parents would hear what is happening at the ECEC center”.
Parents getting to know each other as community members takes place mainly through joining 
different kinds of events in the ECEC community. As one of the parents noted: “The ECEC center 
welcomes the whole family and they organize activities and events that are open for everyone, 
which makes it easier to get to know each other better.” Parents helped the ECEC teachers to 
organize these events: they made soup, built props, made costumes for the play, and cleaned the 
stage afterwards: “We all helped out together in the ECEC center events, or participated in them as 
the audience. ”Doing things together and not just being a bystander was significant to some of the 
parents. “I also had to break down my own role as a bystander to become an active agent. I am 
very grateful for all this, and its influence is also visible in other areas of life.”
In this study, the ECEC welcomed parents to participate, and according to the parents, their 
perspective on children’s abilities were expanded. Enjoying mutual activities and sharing experi-
ences through joint conversation connects parents and children. The world inside and outside the 
home were combined through the continuation of the mutual conversations at home. The parents 
considered their involvement, and doing things together in the ECEC community to be very 
important and good for the wellbeing of their child. They also gave each other advice and formed 
a peer support network. For instance, one parent wrote: “It is important! I learn to know my own 
child better; we have things to talk about together, since I know about her day, her friends, and her 
teachers.”
3.3. Feeling of trust and safety
In this study, parents’ trust towards teachers consists of intuition and reciprocal conversations; the 
parents did not consider trust to be a passively formed feeling. Instead, the parents integrated 
trust with practical level action, such as participating in mutual projects in the ECEC community. 
Parents’ trust towards the teachers was built in joint activities and communication as parents 
noted: “The trust was constructed through (participation in) mutual action,” and “[There was] 
active communication and trust.’
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The feeling of trust relates closely to being heard according to these parents as one commented: 
“A sense of security is created: I am being heard and appreciated as a human being, so surely my 
child is also being heard and appreciated as his/her own person.’
3.4. Informal neighborhood connections
Meeting other parents begins from the very first day at the ECEC center one parent reported: “I 
visited [the ECEC center] for the first time. It was easy to get to know everyone, since the whole 
operational culture is targeted towards that.” The greatest opportunity to get to know other parents 
was in the daily meetings in the ECEC vestibule or other situations when dropping off and picking up 
children: “Every day we met at the [ECEC center] vestibule.” In addition, the parents met each other 
in the evenings at the ECEC center activities, and they also met each other outside the ECEC 
premises when they held children’s birthday parties or “play dates” at somebody’s home; sometimes 
they met in parks and playgrounds.
In this study, parents made many observations about other parents and they seemed to be 
a little surprised for the impression that all the parents apparently knew each other. For example, 
one parent wrote: “[I was surprised] that so many people seemed to know each other, as well as 
the personnel really well.” Parents also found wider community connectedness valuable for the 
ECEC center. As one parent stated:
[For the parents, the fact that they are involved] constructs the communality in the whole 
neighborhood. It is important that people know each other and the area around the ECEC 
center where their children spend their days. And they also get to know their child’s friends. 
3.5. Tolerance of diversity
The ECEC community is formed by a heterogeneous group of individuals: children, parents, and 
teachers. The community gathered individuals and families from varying social backgrounds or 
status, religious beliefs, ethnicity, goal settings, who were all connected through their affiliation to 
the particular ECEC center. New parents whose children were only just beginning their attendance 
at the ECEC center noticed how the families and parents communicated with each other, and how 
little the sociodemographic backgrounds influenced their collaboration. A parent wrote, “We are so 
different in our backgrounds and income levels, and it does create different layers that some 
parents are not necessarily even aware of. However, this hasn’t been an obstacle in our co- 
operation and action. ”In this study, the diversity of parents’ ethnic, cultural, religious, or language 
backgrounds was not found to influence parental participation in the ECEC community.
3.6. Feeling valued in society
The experience of a welcoming atmosphere in a community has been an important factor in 
strengthening parental participation in this study and was also found in previous literature (Onyx & 
Bullen, 2000). The way teachers presented themselves as equals and not as civil servants was 
acknowledged by parents: “Natural and low threshold discussions both ways, being equals in the 
relationship with staff; rather than ‘a professional attitude towards customers’ always open doors 
for participation in the ECEC every day.” Furthermore, the community participation among parents, 
children, and ECEC teachers was experienced as being important in the data: “[I liked] feeling as 
a member of [the center], and experiencing all actors as equals in the ECEC community (children, 
staff and parents).’ Likewise, the nature of the cooperative relationships was mentioned in the 
data, as one of the parents said: “The relationships are close, and not civil servant-like.”
Parents had positive feelings towards the ECEC community and other parents and doing things 
together, and another parent exclaimed: “It is also important and fun. I have become friends with 
many wonderful people!” The common events and activities within the ECEC community gave 
more meaning to life. As one of the parents commented: It brings added content to everyday life.’
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4. Discussion
In this article we identified parental participation from parents’ perspectives in the light of social 
capital categories presented by Onyx and Bullen (2000) to give a wider perspective of parental 
participation in the ECEC community. The ECEC center parents participated in their local community 
by participating in ECEC activities with other parents from the same neighborhood. Through shared 
action with children and ECEC teachers, parents gained a better perspective on the entire world in 
which their children lived as the separate parts of the world at home and the unknown world at 
the ECEC provision were combined; this is in line with the results of Tayler et al. (2006). Parents 
were able to join activities and have an impact on the ECEC “world” together with their children. 
Parents’ participation encouraged other parents to participate more than invitations from the ECEC 
staff (see Curry & Holter, 2019)
Parents’ social agency in the ECEC center and its community was clearly seen in their answers. 
The role of parents themselves taking responsibility for cooperation and building connectedness 
within the social network in this particular ECEC center seems remarkable. The parents did not 
consider trust to be a passively formed feeling. Instead, the parents’ integrated trust with practical 
level action, such as participating in mutual projects in the ECEC is community. These actions are 
consistent with the findings of Souto-Manning and Swick (2006). Parental participation from the 
parents’ perspective is accomplished by doing things together, with other parents, teachers, and 
children. In line with the study of Rowe and Stewart (2009), these parents found that making and 
doing things together generates a feeling of connectedness, when the responsibility for co- 
operation falls on both teachers and parents. The atmosphere in the ECEC center had a great 
influence on the parents’ feeling of connectedness. The atmosphere was created by the ECEC 
teachers as well as the parents and the children. As an agent, every parent molds participation and 
the atmosphere at ECEC community by such a simple acts as greeting or not greeting each other 
every day.
The parents felt that they were given the space and trust to act as a part of the ECEC commu-
nity. Mutual trust was built through shared action, knowledge, responsibility, conversations, and 
numerous opportunities to select the form of participation that felt most comfortable for each of 
them from a range of events and activities organized in the ECEC. Parental participation was found 
to stem from a number of succeeding, open and reciprocal conversations between parents and 
ECEC teachers, requiring, but also further generating, mutual trust on both sides as in the studies 
of McGrath (2007), Garrity and Canavan (2017), Reedy and McGrath (2010), and Van Laere et al. 
(2018). Here, trust, which as a notion also holds a key role in the theories on social capital, was 
seen as being built through common activities in the social network of the ECEC community. 
Knowledge can be seen as power that creates feelings of trust, and in contrast, the lack of 
information can create mistrust on the part of both teachers and parents, according to McGrath 
(2007). In one case parent’s feeling of not being heard by the teachers caused mistrust and 
feelings of disconnection from the community when unequal power dynamics between a parent 
and a teacher are met as was reported in the study by Van Laere et al. (2018).
As parents got to know each other and their children made friends at the ECEC center, parents 
and children connected outside of the ECEC center. Parents and children met each other in the local 
park, at children’s’ birthday parties, and during other play events. Thus, parents supported children 
´s friendships, as was shown in the study of the school context by Curry and Holter (2019).
Parents’ responses did not bring up any discrimination, but on the contrary, parents emphasized 
through the survey, that working together is important. One parent wrote how different the parents 
were, and still they fit together very well. In Finland, there is lack of information about parental 
participation concerning culturally and linguistically diverse parents (Lastikka, 2019). However, in the 
study by Lastikka (2019), parents were content with the information and reciprocal conversations 
with the ECEC teachers. In the study, it was indicated that these conversations and getting to know 
different cultures at the ECEC center, create a good ground for co-operation in the ECEC center.
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Parents felt as members of a community and had friends at the ECEC center. The parents felt 
that continuous, open, and bi-directional communications between parents and ECEC teachers 
were a way to improve the collaboration, contributing towards supporting the child’s development; 
these findings also align with Reedy and McGrath (2010), and Garrity and Canavan (2017). The 
structure of the ECEC center was formed to empower the parents and their children, teachers, and 
other parents. Social knowledge grew stronger and parents gained a feeling of connectedness by 
getting and giving support from both the teachers and the peers.
5. Conclusions
The aim of this study was to locate the factors that parents themselves find meaningful for their 
participation in ECEC. In the search for elements or aspects with which to enhance the parental 
participation in the ECEC settings, we discovered six factors related to the previous literature on 
social capital in the data from these parents (Onyx & Bullen, 2000) which parents recognized as 
important for their participation and which at the same time enhanced social capital in the ECEC 
center. Firstly, (1) participating in the ECEC community’s formal gatherings and (2) being active 
members of community made parents (3) feel valued by the community. Furthermore, they also 
became acquainted with other parents in the neighborhood; that made it possible for them to (4) 
take part in informal gatherings in the neighborhood. As the parents got to know each other, 
they felt trusted, and they trusted each other in the community regardless of the (5) community 
diversity and the variance between the parents’ social, cultural, educational, economic back-
grounds. Finally, we concluded that the connection of successful parent participation, from 
parents’ perspective, contributed to the parents’ experience of mutual connectedness as they 
(6) felt valued in the society. In this study two categories of the Social Capital Index was not 
found since questions related to parents’ work or family connections were not enquired. Parents 
did not emphasize their participation in pedagogical matters, but more the social aspect of being 
part of the community and taking part in events and enjoying the feeling of connectedness. As 
so, these six Social Capital Index categories give a wider perspective on parents answers than 
the more pedagogical parental participation categories by Epstein (1995) or Formosinho and 
Passos (2019), or the finding of 13 curriculums from around the world (Janssen & Vandenbroeck, 
2018).
Although a limited survey sample like this cannot provide generalizable knowledge or quick-fix 
solutions for enhancing parental involvement and participation as such, these results do further 
signify the importance of reciprocal communication in the ECEC community. The findings also 
indicate that in order for the ECEC community to actually enhance parent participation and 
connectedness in its operational environment, the mutual activities should in fact gather all 
members of the ECEC community—children, staff, and families—as active participants. That way, 
parents can mutually take responsibility for their own participation, and create connectedness and 
social capital for themselves and their children. Parent’s also indicated that they supported the 
ECEC staff and other parents alongside participating in the ECEC center events.
Equality was not shown in this study; hence, we suggest that in further studies, diversity is an 
important aspect to examine in a wider sampling in order to support equal opportunities for all 
parents to participate in early childhood education communities.
This study indicates that parental participation in the ECEC center can enhance social capital 
more widely, and can be an important factor to promote equality in a community. These results 
also indicate that parental participation should be studied more by using different theories than so 
far have been used. Thus, parents’ own perspectives could be more deeply analyzed. The Social 
Capital Index presents a new perspective on parental participation, and opens new possible 
structures to support parents’ experiences of participation from another angle than pedagogical. 
The ECEC should create structures and traditions that enable parents to participate, and help to 
connect parents to each other.
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